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Academic Needs and Priorities
for Testing

Paul J. Angetis

As a person who has listened to many presentations on
language testing, 1 have usually found thai speakers tend
“to approach the subject in one of two ways. The first of thesc
usually finds the speakers devoting most of their remarks to
a detailed diseussion of thie latest results of some recent re-
search, Whether this research has been conducted to analyze
the nature of some existing tests or to explore the use of
some new measures, such presentations usuzlly come com-
plete with a heavy dose of statisticat data couched in rather
mystical jargon designed to confirm the authenticity of what-
ever conclusions are made. The second type of presentation
usually centers around a series of rather general obscrvations
of curreat practices in language testing. Here speakers tcnd
to avoid statistical data but concentrate on a litany of major
and minor tilemes from linguistic, psychological, or cultur
al perspectives. Both types of prescntations tend to be crit-
ical of language testing as we Xnow it and to leave the auds-
ence with a rather pessiinistic view of where we stand and
of where we are headed. Furthermore, 1 find that audiences
leave both typcs of presentations justifiably confused.
In the first instance, the barrage of numerical data confirms
their suspicions that language testing really has nothing
to do with language at all, since they as native speakers
couldl not understand a word of what was said. In the sccond
case, there is an air of relevance since at least the diseussion
touches on students, test use and current practiccs. But the
confusion arises from being left with the fceling that ngthing
is right with the world and *hat if we are to correct any of
the prcsent injustices we must clear the slute and begin anew.
There is nothing more perplexing than knowing that a prob-
lein exists but that it is so complex there is little hope of
determining where to begin,

These descriptions obviously portray extreme cusc.;,
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and given the audience and the specifie topic, even thoese
two types of presentations may be appropriate. fn my own
work in language testing and at times when 1 have oceasion
to speak on the suhject, I have tried to steer a middle conrse.
Research, yes, even very detailed, quantitative research,
cannot be divorced fron language testing since it is by its
very nature a field which depends on both linguistic and
psychometric fonndations. However, the research conducted
and, cven more importantly, the results of that research,
must be couched within a framework that is meaningful to all
of the partics eoncemed. The alternative is rejection of po-
tentially useful information. From an opposite perspective,
discussions and investigations o testing which restrict them-
selves to lungnuge issues #ione, be they broadly or narrowly
~ delined, ignore a vital element of the field and run the risk of
raising important issues but at the same time alienating those
who may be able to contribute to a clarification of those
issues. 1t is from this point of view that I would like to make
a few remarks on the subjcet of academic needs and priorities
lor testing. First, | must set some limitations on the scope of
my remarks. En testing as well as teaching we must be clear
about who and what we are discussing. There are some
obvious differences in approaches we adopt depending on
the nature of the students and the programs involved. There-
fore, although there may be some broad applications for
much of what { may say, f aim to address. myseif to English
testing in post-sceondary academie programs. Secondly,
within the many types of testing 1 will fook principally at
the question of proficiency testing in English as a second or
forcign language. And Rastly, since even here there can be
4 nuimber of directions for potential Qiscussion, I prefcr to
focus on such testing within the context of the situation
presented, by non-native speakers of English who enter aca-
demic programs of study conducred via English-medivm
mstruction and in an overall nglish-speaking environment,
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chietly here in the United Stutes. .

Lest you be tempted to conclude that thesc increasing
limitations on the subject I address have been made in the
interest of simplification, may I hasten to assure you that
even this subject js an extremely complex one. As with many
other areas in our field, we can say without hesitation that
the more we leam the more we find there is to leam. The
basic stance from which I view this subject has devcloped
from my collective experiences as & language teacher, teacher
trainer, test developer, test user, and most especiatly coordi-
nator of research. What has contributed the most in this
lutter regard is the time 1 spent in Educational Testing Ser-
vice as coordinator of research for the TOEFL program.
Thus, much of what I shall say on this subject can best be
explained by referring to some of the research proposed,
conducted and evalhated as part of the TOEFL research
program. [ do so not in an attempt to justify the use of any
particular test but to put forward an agenda which con
saive as a framework for a discussion of any testing carnd
out in this context.

Perhaps the most important starting point is the reali-
zation that what we are discussing is the focal point of a
mumber of key issues which can best be described in terms of
the people repreeenting those issues. When we begin to dis-
cuss the testing of English for academic purposes we cannot
or should pot fail to include three groups, each of which can
be further subdivided into two subgroups. The first are the
students who take the tests And here I would subdivide
them’into those students who enter academic programs di-
rectly from overseas and those who do so via English training
programs in this country. The second Eroup can most ade-
quately be given the name administrators. I choose that term
with hesitation because of its occasional negative connota-
tions, but I use it to reicr to two subgroups. The first are
those persons who take part in the deciston-making process
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{or the admission of foreign students throughout the univer-
sity. These include admissions officers, graduate deans and at
lcast on an ad hoc basis any other university officials who
from time to tinie contribute to policies and guidelines
established for admission. The second sttbgroup are faculty
members. At the graduate level, faculty menbers, too, are
often part of the decision-making tcam by establishing pol-
icics for admission to their own programs. However, from a
broader perspective, alf faculty members are an integral part
of this second component because of their vital link with
students during the course of their academic study. The third "
group 1 shall refer to as field specialists. Here 1 include two
subgroups, as well. The first are the ESL teachers and lin-
guists (at lcast those linguists who concern themselves with
ESL tcaching and language acquisition). The sccond are re-
scarclicrs of two persuasions: those involved with research in
language tcacliing and learning and those involved with re-
scarch in languoage testing, be they specialists in either lan-
guage or testing,

Given cach of these three groups with their dual mem-
berships, the ideal towards which we should aim would be
the development and use of English proficicncy tests witich
are scnsitive to the various skills exhibited by prospective
students, mcaningful to those who set the guidelines for the
admission of foreign students and who deal with them with-
in their programs, and sccurate for those who prepare sfu-
dents to use Engiish or who investigate the relevant rescarch
issucs from ciflier language or mcasurement perspectives.
We are obviously far froin achicving sucht an ideal, but if
we can keep all three groups in mind in whatever rolc we
play as participant or observer, our chances of kecping to
the straight and narrow path, avoiding harmful digressions,
will be vastly improved. Let us look at cachi of the threc
groups for a moment to ascertain their roles in this scenario,
Students are included since without test takess there would
be no tests. 1 have chosen to distinguish between those
students who enter academic programs via English language

3
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programs and those who enter from overseas because | feel
that they represent two different situations. The two cases
ditfer mostly due to access to information. In neither cuse
should we be satisfied with making cvaluations of language
proficiency on the basis of a single ineasure.

. However, for studenis who arc still overseas, often
thousands of miles away from their intended institutions,
such a situation is difficult to avoid. On the other hand,
when students have been here for soine time and have partic-
ipated in English training programs, we do have access to
important, relevant information which should help to give
us a profile of their language abilities. I am speaking here of
diagnostic information such as strengths and weaknesses-
in particular skills, rate of learning and motivation. These
are messy issues, for sure, and no clear-cut way exists to clas-
sify adequately such distinguishing characteristics. But as
we develop the ability to both define and describe such fac-
tors as these, we should not hesitate to carry over these
abilities to the sphere of testing. In actual practice, it has
been my experience that some atiempts are usually made
to scek such inforraation for studenfs coming froin domestic
English training programs. What is lacking has generally been
consistency, coordination and adequacy of the information
sought and/for provided. Between ihe two groups of students
1 find the most serious charge coming in reference to those
overseas. I have long felt that it is these students who tend
to be overlooked when we try to come up with issues toin-
vestigate. Furthennore, we lose so much valuable infonuation
when we fail to assess the situations presented by the “suc-
cessful™ students. It is still the case that more non-native
speakers of English enter academic programs at American
institutions of higher education without passing through
language training programms here than those who do. Since
the largest number of those students enter non-language
related fields such as engineering and business, we rarely
come in contact with them. We need 10 make greater efforts
to seek out those students and to learn from their experi

6
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ences how well the Eaglsh skills they possess ateh the ac-
tual necds for English in their academic programs.

One rescarch project 1 have dealt with as part of the
TOEFL research progran1 has been one in which [ attempted .
to gather some information to describe the tasks confronting
foreign students in acadcinic programs, Both the results and
progress of this study serve as 1 means of guiding our current
use of tests and point the way to changes which scem appro-
pridgté; At the same time, this study las underscored the value
of including the second proup of persons in our three leve!
team, viz., the administrators. In this study we began with
the ultimate objective of being able to provide more accurate,
meaningful, information about language skills of test takers
to those who receive test scores. It became apparent from the
start that a good deal of initial groundwotk was necessary
if we were ever going to achieve such an objective. Specif-
ically, we necded to determine what skills were actually
required in pursuing an academic program of study. The
study in question proved to be the first stage in a projected
three-phase study to examine the effectiveness of a test
such as TOEFL. In practice this first phase has yielded a
good deal of information on which to examine the role of
this type of testing in genesal,

The three phases projected were first to determine the
skills in question, second to develop direct tests or measures
of performance of those skills and third to relate perform-
ance on those direct measures to pecformance on TOEFL. In
conducting this first phase. some difficulties readily become:
apparent. We had decided to rely on two sources of infor-
mation: faculty members and students themselves. Data
from faculty members were to be derived from responses to a
questionnaire. Information fromn students was to come from

on-site intcrviews, Both upproaches to data collection were,
included in the study but only after a number of procedural'
changes from the original proposal. In an effort to arrive at a
meaningful sample of students and institutions it was decided
to restrict the study to those fields of study which cutrently

-
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enroll the largest numbers of foreign students. A - to
the most recent surveys (Boyaiw 1981) the .
prominent fields are engineering and business. A .ather
restriction was the decision to limit the study to graduate
students rather than undergraduates. The principal factor
here was the inability to determine an appropriate souree
of information for faculty responses. In the case of graduate
students, individual departments have access to students
enrolled in their programs, usually via the department chair-
person or faculty advisors, Moreover, graduate students take
most of their coursework and perform related activities with-
in their home departments. Undergraduates have much less
contact with faculty in their major depariments and, es
pecially during their early stages of study, take a broad
range of courses throughout the university. With these
restrictions, questionnaires were distributed to business and
engineering departments seeking two sets of information.
The first elicited faculty ratings of perceived student defic-
iences. The second sought faculty ratings of both the fre-
quency and importance of a number of designated academic
tasks or activities performed by students. Tables | through
3 indicate the mean responses for both business and engi-
neering programs. In the case of perceived deficiencies, two
trends can be seen. First, faculty members seem to have
viewed student deficiencies by contrasting “active” and
“passive” skills. Of the twelve items listed in Table 1, those
ranked highest in both ficlds relate to writing, speaking,
or using correct grammar and vocabulary. Those ranked
lowest include all skills related to reading and understanding
lectures or discussions. Such an approach to viewing student
deficiencies is reasonable to expect, in that faculty members
might ordinarily react more positively or negatively to what
they see and hear (student writing and speech) than to what
they cannot readily observe (reading and listening). Secondly,
a distinction between the two fields appears in the top rank-
ing given by business faculty to student deficiencies in
oral skills, at least as represented by their participation in

8
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discussions. This and later responses emphasize the greater
demand for oral skills in business than in engincering pro-
grams.

In the ratings of activities shown in Table 2, differences
can be seen again which are no doubt attributable to the
varying nature of the two fields. For example, the low
ranking given to laboratory work by business faculty is no
doubt an indication of the general abeence of such activity
in that field. Also, attendance at departmental seminars
appears to be a2 much more frequent and important activity
for students of engineering than of business. Conversely.
the preparation of case studies was judged more important
in business. An examination of additional responses, shown
in Table 3, provides somne indications of the reading and
writing skills most needed in these ficlds as well as the types
of tests and examinations most often included in each field.

In addition to these responses from |60 institutions,
information was gathered from interviews with students who
had completed one full year of academic study. Because of
difficulties in arranging these interviews, only 62 were
conducted at 9 different institutions. In both fields, students
reported greatest difficulties with speaking. Whether in mak-

_ ing presentations to a group or in both formal and informal

conversations with professors and fellow students, speaking
ability was feit to be the greatest barrier to progressing
smoothly through an acadeinic program. Reading deserves
special consideration throughout the entire study. During
the interviews, students regularly made two points. ISirst,
vocabulary, especially technical vocabulary, represented an
advantage, since most students were familiar with English
terminology used worldwide. This was morc the case in
engineering than business, largely hecause graduate students
in engineering tend to have previous undergraduate training
in the sane field, Business students, on the other hand. often
enter graduate-level programs with little or no background
in business. .

What was reported as the largest single drawback in
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TABLE |

Business and Engineering Faculty Mcan Ratings of Pesceived Graduatc
Student Deficiencics

Skills lLinginecring  Busincss
) Mcan Rapk Mean Rank
1. Understanding classtoom lectures C 204 (9 206 (9) .
2. Understanding group discussions ~.__ 236 (M 215 (D
3. Keeping up with reading assignments L56 (1D 180 (1Y)
4, Reading for fact:al information 153 (12) 156 (12)
5. Drawing inferences and conclusions
from written material 2.35 (8) 2.20 (6)
6. Writing summaties and short reports 303 () 264 ()
7. Writing coutse, term or researchreporls 3,13 (1) 2,69 (2}
8. Using technical vocabulary 1.9¢ (10} t.98 (10)
9, Using non-technical vocabulary 25t (5) 209 (&
10. Using correct English grammet 299 (3) 266 (3)
11. Answering questions in class 248 (6) 258 (5)
12. Patticipating in discussions 269 (4) 2.79 (1)
I=not noticeably deficient
2=somewhat deficient
3=deficient
4=very deficient

N's crange from 66 to 73 (Ensincenng) and 83 to 87 (Business)

coping with reading requirements was time.™ Almost all
students reportcd needmg significantly more fime than native
English speakers in “the same programs to keep up with read-
ine assignments. What is noteworthy about tltis finding is that
. contradicts previous evidence from faculty members in
which students were judged least deficient in this skill. The
explanation appears to lie in the fact that reading takes piace
primarily outside of the classroom. Instructors, even ad-
visors, are usually aware of the results of the students’
reading, i.e., whether or not they can perform adequately on
tests or in class. What instructors are not awarc of is what
the students have gone through to leam the required ma-
terial.

10
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pusyn 55 and Engmneering Faculty Mean Ratings of the
i reduensy and Importance of Graduate Student Activitic.

Frequency importance
Engineering Business Engineerin Business
Mean Rank Mean  Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank
394 () 385 (1) 14, Attend classtoom lectures 396 (1) 384 (3
2.83 (3) 2,19 (9} 15, Attend departmental seminars 3.09 (6 229 (9)
215 (8 276 (6} 16, Patticipate in large-group discussions 255 {8 278 (B
2.13 (9} 2.66 (8) 17. Make individual oral presentations 299 (D 3.19  (6)
200 (10) 268 (M 18, Participate in group oral presentations 243 (9 3.0 (D

296 (4) .13 (10) 19. Conduct laboratory experiments 341 (%) L13  (10)
2,17 %)) 3.22 {5) 20, Prepare case studies 2.4 (10) 3.44 {3
364 (3 .50 (3) 21. Take examinations 391 (2 3.8 (2
3.78 (2 3.83 (2) 22, Read assigned material 384 (3 3.90 n
2,7 (&) 345 @) 23, Write reports 363 (4 378 4

TVYNAENOL IDVNODNYT NVIIHIAWY FHL

I=very infrequently N's range from 58 to 71 (Engineering) and 63 to 88 1=not so important
2=infrequently (Business) 2=somewhat importan:
3=frequenth A=important

dI=veny 1meguently d=very imporlant
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Mean
3,80

"3.17
2.30
2.96
2.85

3.65
2.79
2.94
2.00

2.39
3.26
2.66
2,00

TABLE 3

Business and Engineering Faculty Mean Ratings of the Frequency and Importance of
Graduate Student Reading, Wniting, and Examination Activities

Erequency
Busin

eerin
Rank
(1)
3]
8]
3)
4

()
3
)
4)

)
(1)
(2)
49

Mean
3.83
3.2
3.43
2.52
2.46

3.45
3.15
271
3.20

3.63
2.40
2.67
1.82

1=very infrequently
2=infrequently
3={requently

4=very frequently

Rank
(1
3)
2)
@
)

(n
3)
(4
(2)

1)
3

2)
4}

Reading Activities

25, Assignments from textbooks
26. Joumnal articles

27. Case studies

28. Technical reports

29, Abstracts or summaries

Writing Activities
31. Tests or examinations
32. Term papers
33. Research reports
34. Case studies

Test of Examinations
36. Essay or discussion

37. Objective
38. Short answer
39, Orat

N's range from 58 to 71 (Engineering) and 77 to 88
{Business}
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Importance

Enginesging Business

Mean_
3.83
349
2.59
3.28
3.11

3.95
3.44
3.60
2.53

3.00
3.69
315
205

Rank Megn Rank
1)) 377 (i}
(2) 3.35 3
5 3.60 3]
(3) 2.54 {4)
4) 246 )]

() 38 (D
3 359 (9
) 3.0 (@
4) 344 3)

4 . (1)
{n . {2
(2) . (3)
3) . )
I=not so important
I=somewhat important
3=important
4=very important
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A good dcal more conld be said about this study. but,
despite its findings, it ouly begins to scratch the surface of
what must be the key issue here. We must have a clearer
grasp of what it is that stud~-ts face when entering acadcmic
programs. More specifically, we must develop an understand-
ing of the role of English in the performance of required
tasks. A number of other studies have been carried out in
recent years, most of which relied on data collection from
either faculty or students and most of which were conducted
within only one institution. The most extensive of these
have been those conducted by Johns at San Diego State Uni-
versity (1981), Ostier ot the University of Southern Culi-
fornia (1980), Wright et al at George Washington University
(1981) and Lec at the University of Tennessee at KnoXville
(1978). '

Occasionally, we find that the question of English pro-
ficiency enters into investigations of a broader nature,
including some focusing on student needs. Such is the case
with an extensive study carried out by researchers at lowa
State University under a grant from the Agency for Inter-
national Development through the National Association for
Foreign Student Affairs (Lee, Abd-Ella and Burks, 1981).
Among the conclusions cited is the finding that “self-per-
ceived English proficiency is a strong predictor of satisfac-
tion in progress toward achieving both primary and second-
ary goals as well as in facilitating course work.” The report
continues, “It is important for forcign students to be con-
fident about their language skills in order to interact with
native speakers awed compete in an academic Program. It is
cssential then for sponsoring agencies to provide opportun;
itics for their students to participate in intensive English
tanguage and pre-acadesnic orientation prograns prior to
commencing their academic training programs.” Such con-
clusions are not unexpected, but their vppearance ghould
alert us to the fact that language jssues do arisc, even if only
s secondary topics, in a wide range of investigations which
louch on the queslion of lorcigh students in academic

prograns,
13
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Let us tumn for a moinent to two other types of research
activities which focus on our first group (students) but which
at the same time relate directly to the deciston-making
process carried out by our second group (administrators).
Again both come from projects which have been part of the
TCEFL research program but could be replicated in a variety
of different settings. The first concems the issue of the ccu-
parative petformance of non-native speakers of English on
a variety of typical standardized tests used in the admissions
process. One study (Angelis, Swinton, Cowell, 1979) looked
at performance on TOEFL and the verbal portions of the
GRE and SAT examinations. A second (Powers, 1980)
looked at comparative data for TOEFL and the Graduate
Management Admission test (GMAT) including both the
verbal and quantitative sections. The results of these studies
confirm the strong role English plays in performance on the
aptitude tests and provide data to assist in interpreting
multiple test scores for non-native SPeaking applicants for
admission. In a related but dlightly different study (Alder-
man, 1982), a similar question was addressed by adding per-
formance in an aptitude test given in the students’ native
language (Spanish) as a third dimenston. Results indicated
that as student proficiency in English as a second language
iimproves, the relationship between academic aptitude tested
in English as a second language and academic aptitude
tested in Spanish as students’ first Janguage becoines stronger.
No quick formulas have come from these studies which ad-
missions officers can readily apply, but even if the right
questions are raised a significant contribution will have been
made.

Thus far we have not directed much attention to onr
third group (field specialists). What is their role in reviewiug
academic needs and priorities for testing? For the I:SL
specialists, the needs-assessment studies referred to earlier
should be very useful as gitides to both teaching and testing.
However, other research of a more specialized nature should
be of agsistance as well. Another study conducted for TOIXFL

1y
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(Alderman and Holland., 1981) investigated the compara-
tive performance of students from various native language
backgrounds on each of the sections of the test. The anal-
yses carried out indicated that there are indeed differences
that seem attributable to language background. Not all of
these ifferences proved to be the type that lent themselves

to apriori analysis during test development. Furthermore,
certain trends in the performance found by the groups in -
(uestion underscore the fact that cultural, social and otlie
diinensions play a rolc here along with any linguistic evi-
dence that may be found.

In all of this discussion, we probably cannot avoid ask-
ing ourseives nt this point what we see as the next steps for
testing. Certain conclusions can now be safely put forward.
Ior the remainder, I will simply offer a few suggestions for
activities which may lead at least to a more satisfying if not
satisfactory position with regard to testing The conclusions
are basically two.

1. Method of testing is very important. As Bachmann
and Palmer (1981) have shown, test performance can be
attributable to how we choose to test as well as what we test.

2. No one approach can be expected to serve as a modet
for all types of testing. In Spolsky’s terms (1981), we have
pracceded from the “pre-scientific” to the “‘psychometric
structuralist” to the “psycholinguistic-sociolinguistic” phases
of language testing. Despite (or perhaps beciuse of) some
teanporary aberrations, it is now clear that much of what we
do in language testing can be boiled down to a constant strug
gle .. rcen the use of those tests which are reliable but
rais¢ questions about validity vs. those which prove morc
valid but fail to yield consistent resuits.

Amid this sometimes confusing set of circumstances
what suggestions can we nake as priorities for testing? With
owr three separatc groups in mind I can make the following:

1. We shiould look more carefully at the students we
test. We need to know more about who they are and what
bagage (as the French say) they. bring with them, In par-

16
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ticular, we nccd to learn fromn those studcnts who have
cntcred acadeniic programis directly fromn overseas what
role English plays in their day-to-day work liere.

2. We must support research which can be translated
into terms that are useful to administrators.

3. We must encourage greater finks between adininis-
irators and field specialists. More regular contacts betwecn
ESL and testing specialists and faculty throughout all areas
of thc university can oniy help fo acquaint the testing spec-
jalists with the acadcatic situations our students face and thc
faculty with the language abilities the studcnis possess.

4. We nust examine the tests we use and devclop to
ascertain their effectivencss from linguistic, psychometric
and practical pcispectives.

5. We must communicate more regularly with ourselvcs
as ficld specialists. Those of us who work primarily in lan-
guage training must enter into dialogue on un equal basis with
those who work in testing.

Even part of these suggestions represents a tall order
fo e future, but without such priorities there may be
littlc hopc of taking advantagc of our combined strengths.
As Stcvenson (1981) has said on thc subject of lunpuage
testing and acadcmic accountability, “Wc are uot only ac-
countable to ourselves, but to those who teach and (to those
who) are tested.”
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